
A
n in-depth understanding of the current landscape 
of household financial security is key to inform-
ing policy and directing resources appropriately as 
momentum in the field of asset building increases. 

Toward this end, CFED has created its most comprehensive 
tool yet to measure ownership and financial security, the 
Assets and Opportunity Scorecard: Financial Security Across 
the States. 

Recently released, the Assets and Opportunity Scorecard 
measures the financial security of families in the U.S. by 
looking beyond just incomes to the whole picture of asset 
ownership. CFED’s reasoning is that while “getting by” may 
require only a paycheck, getting ahead requires a variety of 
assets, including a financial safety net, homeownership, an 
education, and health care. By analyzing primarily publicly 
available data, the Scorecard pulls together measures on a 
number of factors that demonstrate a family’s ability to pro-
tect against financial setbacks and invest for the future.

The Scorecard ranks the 50 states and the District of Co-
lumbia on 31 performance measures in the areas of finan-
cial security, business development, homeownership, health 
care, and education. It also evaluates how states fare in de-
veloping policies that can help or hinder citizens’ efforts to 
build assets. States are assigned a grade from “A” to “F” based 
on their relative performance in each of the five measurement 
areas, and these individual index grades are compiled and 
compared to arrive at a single overall grade for each state.

Asset Ownership Snapshots:  
Highlights from the 2005 Scorecard

The story the Scorecard tells is compelling: many American 
families are living with practically no safety net. Nearly one 
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in five American households owes more than it owns. In the 
event of a job loss, one in four households does not own 
enough to support itself, even at the poverty line, for three 
months. One in three minority-headed households has zero 
or negative net worth. These findings indicate that there is 
significant need for expansion of asset policy geared toward 
providing security and building opportunities for low- and 
moderate-income households. 

The rest of the data paint a mixed picture of assets and 
financial security among Americans, with indicators moving 
in both positive and negative directions. Other key findings 
include:

 Net worth varies widely by group. Female-headed house-
holds have significantly less net worth than male-headed 
households. Minority families have only one sixteenth 
the net worth of white families. Results vary by state as 
well: a typical family in Massachusetts has over three 
times the median net worth of a family in Arizona.

 While minority and women-headed households still own 
significantly less than the national average, disparities in 
ownership are decreasing. Asset poverty and homeown-
ership gaps by race and gender both narrowed between 
2000 and 2003.

 Homeownership — a key source of asset-building — is 
a true success story and is at an all-time high. Yet the 
growth of homeownership has slowed substantially, and 
there is wide variance across states and regions. Four of 
the nine states in the Federal Reserve’s 12th District are 
ranked among the 10 states with lowest homeownership 
rates in the nation. Minority homeownership, while also 
growing, continues to lag substantially behind that of 
white families.

 Health insurance — which provides a critical financial 
safety net — is on the decline. Nearly four million people 
lost employer-provided health coverage between 2000 
and 2003. 

 Per capita consumer bankruptcy filings increased in 49 
states between 2000 and 2003. Related research shows 
that nearly half of all bankruptcies in the United States 
result from unexpected illness or medical bills, demon-
strating the important link between the different mea-
sures of asset ownership in the Scorecard.

Many American families are living 
with practically no safety net. Nearly 
one in five American households 
owes more than it owns.
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 In its education measures, the Scorecard reveals prom-
ising trends. The percentage of poverty-level children 
served by a Head Start program increased in 46 states 
between 2001 and 2003. College attainment rates also 
increased in 43 states since the late 1990s. The attain-
ment gap by income has closed slightly, yet the wealthi-
est 20 percent of Americans complete college at a rate 
over six times that of the poorest 20 percent.

The Scorecard’s state policy measures show that although 
there is still a long way to go, states are making some prog-
ress in protecting assets. Most notably, twenty-nine states 
have enacted legislation against predatory lending in recent 
years. Many states have also raised limits on the assets a 
person can hold and still be eligible for federal assistance, 
although Ohio and Virginia stand out as the only states that 
have eliminated asset limits entirely.

In addition to providing a detailed picture of asset own-
ership in the U.S., the Scorecard can be used as a tool to 
advance asset building policies. Data tools on the Scorecard’s 
website make it easy for advocates and policymakers to com-
pare results, evaluate their states’ strengths and weaknessess, 
and identify effective policies that will make a difference for 
their citizens. Five state-level organizations across the U.S., 
each of which is working to alleviate poverty and bolster 
financial security, are working with CFED to increase aware-
ness of asset building via the Scorecard. Each will use the 
Scorecard’s data to highlight the overall picture of financial 
security in their respective states. For example, in California, 
the San Francisco-based Earned Assets Resource Network 
(EARN) will be releasing its own scorecard with local asset 
poverty data. 

Launched on May 17, 2005, CFED’s Assets and Opportunity Scorecard: Financial Security Across the States is available online at
www.cfed.org/go/scorecard. This new publication builds on CFED’s State Asset Development Report Card and provides an updated 
benchmark for understanding asset building across the United States. The report was written by Lillian G. Woo, Jessica Thomas, 
David Buchholz and Jerome Uher.

More than just a house

Homeownership offers the opportunity to build wealth in the form of home equity, and contributes to household stability 
and long-term commitment to a community.  Seven of the Fed’s nine 12th District states have some of the lowest 
homeownership rates in the nation.
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Homeownership Rates

 Above 74%

 72 – 74%

 70 – 72%

 67 – 70%

 Below 67%

Source: CFED 2005 Assets and Opportunity Scorecard calculations based on 2003 Census Bureau figures.

http://www.cfed.org/go/scorecard



